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CONTEMPORARY GERMAN PAINTING 



By GISELL 



D ' U N G E R 




N GERMANY, as in almost every country where there are painters, 
there are two schools of expression that are diametrically opposed 
in character. One might be called the School of Imitation and 
the other the School of Inspiration. The first and always the 
larger school — because there will always be more prose writers 
than poets — proceeds upon the assumption that the chief end of art should be 
conformity to the letter — the literal detail — of Nature. The other school fol- 
lows the hypothesis that the inherent meaning is of far greater importance than 
the formal statements— that the spirit is far superior to the meager material 
body; — that an individual interpretation — biased as it may be — by the man who 
thinks and feels and investigates with real devotion, is worth far more to the 
world than the unbiased expression of the man who presents a coldly correct 
statement of what he has seen, but concerning which he has not known. 

In other words there is the School of the Objective and the School of the Sub- 
jective; of the outside appearance and the internal character, of that which the 
man sees and records without emotion and that which reveals the deep individual 
impression — and which involves in the expression something of the character of 
the seer and interpreter as well as that of the thing which has been seen and por- 
trayed. In both groups of painters there are many subdivisions — especially in 
Germany, where also, perhaps the line of demarkation between the two is most 
sharply defined, and the extremists of the two groups are furthest apart/' 

Representative examples of contemporary German art have been on exhibi- 
tion in the United States since last December through Dr. Charles M. Kurtz, di- 
rector of Albright Art Gallery of Buffalo, whose views form the opening para- 
graphs of this brief sketch of a school of modern art which has enlisted the in- 



♦Adapted from a series of articles in Academy Notes, by Dr. Charles M. Kurtz, director 
Albright Art Gallery, Buffalo. 
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terest of thousands of art lovers. At the various galleries of Buffalo, St. Louis, 
Chicago, Indianapolis, and Washington, D. C, throngs of connoisseurs, critics and 
the general public hastened to view them provoking a wide range of thought. In 
the Glasgow school exhibitions, great enthusiasm characterized the visitors to the 
various galleries, and this recent introduction of another school most eloquently 
testified to the successful efforts of Dr. Kurtz in assembling so comprehensive a 
collection. 

Among the artists represented were those whose names stand for the highest 
expression of art. The collection as a whole did not represent all the phases of 
contemporary German art, nor all the painters from whom contributions were de- 
sired, or by whom pictures were promised. They are representative, however, of 
Berlin, Munich, Diisseldorf, Dresden, Konigsberg, Weimar, Stuttgart, Karlsrhue, 
and some of the smaller cities and towns. One hundred pictures, or thereabouts, 
were in the collection, which required greater space than could be accorded them, 
while at the Art Institute of Chicago. The strength of these artists, their prodi- 
gality of color, vigorous brush work and grim determination to express Nature 
as seen by them are the vital characteristics. Of the distinctively impressionistic 
examples and artists, Dr. Kurtz has said : "They are men who find in art the 
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supreme means for the expression of individuality and feeling. They respect the 
works of the real masters who have preceded them for the masterly qualities 
which they possess but do not try to imitate them. Each sees in art a vast field 
for exploration in which he, personally, seeks to discover and interpret those 
beauties of form, and color and suggestion which particularly appeal to him. He 
inclines to the .belief that essentially, a work of art should be decorative in char- 
acter and that its principal function should be the exemplification of beauty and 
an appeal to the emotions from the aesthetic side; — that art should stimulate the 
quest for and the general appreciation of the beautiful. He believes that Nature 
is not something to be lavishly imitated, but is to be regarded as the -great store- 
house of information. and suggestion. He studies Nature constantly. He .anal- 
yzes the color which thrills him and it does not impress him as being less beau- 
tiful because he has penetrated some of its mysteries." 

Naturally the query rises as to the method of expression of this process of ob- 
servation of Nature. A master hand boldly touches the canvas evidencing sureness, 
a certainty of vision to which his practised hand quickly responds. As these 
recent works of many of the younger artists demonstrated this fact, there re- 
mains largely, the thought of appreciation by a people not familiar with other 
than the classic schools of art primitive and the renaissance. Without doubt, these 
frequent exhibitions will instill a spirit of research through study and observa- 
tion, which will result in an awakening of dormant appreciation. 

American art partakes of that individuality and virility characteristic of the 
nation, and still struggles to inculcate those principles which are representative of 
evolution through conditions which are as inevitable as the sun, moon and stars. 

In seeking to impress the spectator with the value of the younger generation 
of German artists Dr. Kurtz, through his broad study and observation, states: 
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'There are men who understand much and others who are groping in knowledge. 
There are still others with an inkling of the truth who affect to understand that 
which really is not clear to them and who are little more than imitators of the 
stronger men. So it is always, but the real men — the distinctive individuals in 
modern German art — are men whose works will live for a long time and be treas- 
ured not only for their intrinsic character and beauty, but because of their his- 
toric interest as marking a distinctive step in the great 'Reformation' in art which 
is now on, and which is quite as important in its way as what is historically known 
as the 'Reformation' in religion." While on this topic, it is interesting to learn 
that the "Secession" is the most advanced and artistically influential artists' or- 
ganization in Germany. Its annual exhibitions demonstrate that the standard of 
excellence is higher than that found in any other annual exhibition visited by the 
director of the Albright Art Gallery, with the single exception of the first annual 
exhibition of Selected American Paintings, shown in Buffalo. Among the Amer- 
ican artists who have been elected corresponding members of the Secession are 
John W. Alexander, William M. Chase, William T. Dannat, Walter Gay, Alex- 
ander Harrison, Childe Hassam, George Hitchcock, Henry Muhrmann, Julius 
Rolshoven, Robert W. Vonnoh, the late George Inness, Edwin Lord Weeks and 
Stanford White. . Most of the Glasgow painters who were represented in the 
collection shown in America are also corresponding members. 
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Who were the men who exercised so important an influence upon the younger 
group whose paintings were recently on exhibition? Arnold Boecklin, Hans von 
Marees, Anselm Feuerbach, Wilhelm Iie\ibKand Franz von Lenbach are considered 
the greatest artists of the present age, representing the last half of the last century. 
Boecklin was born in 1827 and died in 1901, after giving to the world a group of 
paintings reflecting his individuality in composition and as a marvelous colorist. 
Words are inadequate to express the magnetic power of this artist's interpretation 
of the theme uppermost with him when seated before his canvas. The illustration 
conveys, in part, the remarkable conceptions of this great genius which have ap- 
pealed so strongly to the younger artists and influenced them to so high a degree. 
Unfortunately no example of Boecklin could be secured for the recent exhibition 
as collectors cherished them fearing misfortune might cause their loss by accident 
or fire. In the "Villa by the Sea" and "The Island of the Dead," dignity is the 
dominant note. Impressive, powerful, compelling, are these examples of the 
master painter, whose rich, intellectual compositions are representative of the 
highest achievement of art in Germany during the Nineteenth Century. 

Boecklin was not a German by birth but by adoption. He was a native of 
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Switzerland — born at Basle. At Basle in the Museum, one of his masterpieces 
"The Sacred Grove'' occupies an honored space. 

Dr. Kurtz pays tribute to Boecklin in these words : "Boecklin was one of 
the greatest coloris'ts, not only of his own time, but of any time in the history of 
art thus far. He was not a blatant colorist — as Rubens often was — but always 
was most refined and harmonious in his effects. He secured richness without 
"gorgeousness", depth without blackness, purity without crudity. Even more 
than anv other painter, or any other influence, he is felt in the contemporary paint- 
ing of Germany. He was a man of education, thought and vivid imagination. 
Few painters have shown anything like such fertility of invention. And the themes 
of his pictures were well worked out — the intellectual part of the performance 
was not inferior to the execution. 

"Boeckliir s compositions almost invariably were well balanced in lines, masses 
and color. Often they were splendidly majestic. He had rare ability in combining 
in his expression both dignity and grace. His choice of subjects covered a wide 
range. At times he inclined to the intensely and exquisitely poetic ; at other times 
to the weird and uncanny. He loved Nature and saw the beautiful in Nature as 
few have seen it. He peopled many of his idyllic landscapes with the fabled 
creatures of mythology — who seemed at home in them. He was fond of depicting 
ruin's with tall cedars about them; mountain fastnesses, pools in deep shadows. 
The sea and its imagined inhabitants had great fascination for him and the mys- 
teries of Life and Death exercised a strong influence over him, as one may ob- 
serve from his works. He was a commingling of the Christian and the pagan's 
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the classicist, the romanticist, the realist — and, to some extent, the impressionist — 
in the broader significance of the term.'' 

Boeckiin studied in the Diisseldorf Academy under Ichirmer and lived and 
painted at various periods in Diisseldorf, Brussels, Paris, Rome, Munich, Basle 
and Florence, at which latter place he died. 

Anselm Feuerbach was born in Speyer and studied in Diisseldorf, Munich, 
Antwerp and Paris. Fie lived also in Vienna, Rome and Venice, where he died. 
"He was a painter of fancies, allegories, figure compositions, portraits and land- 
scapes, having a fine feeling for composition and color, most of his work being 
exceedingly decorative in character. He was inclined to the poetic and classic." 

Flans von Marees was born in Elberfeld and studied in Berlin and Munich 
under von Steffeck and Piloty, respectively. He lived also in Dresden, Naples, 
Rome and Florence, at which place he died. He was a fore-runner of Lenbach 
and Thoma and Stuck, although he did not attain to the eminence of these men. 

No adequate knowledge of German art and artists of to-day can be found in 
the English language, owing doubtless to the lack of general appreciation of this 
important phase of the development of art in this age. Germany has not been to 
the fore in presenting information ; aside from certain monographs, limited in 
selection of artists, certain catalogues of exhibitions and magazine sketches, this 
field of art has not been, exploited. Hence there is but little knowledge to be 
gained of the remarkable development of the last half century. 

Richard Muthers "History of Painting" contains very excellent critical 
essays on various phases of German art expression with consideration of the work 
of some of the stronger individual artists, but such a history cannot present all the 
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details of the lines of these men. This volume appeared eleven years ago — its last 
edition — and many artists have become well-known during that time. There 
were Schleich, Spitzberg and Von Schwind, who influenced present-day German 
art. Adolph Von Menzel is not unknown to the public of America, neither are 
Ludwig Knauss, Benjamin Vautier, Franz Von Defregger, Karl von Piloty and 
Gabriel von Max. 

Franz von Lenbach was born in Bavaria in 1836 and died in Munich., 1904. 
He began life as a bricklayer, but later took up the study of art with Geyer at 
Augsburg. He went to Rome in later years with Piloty and after a study of the 
old masters, he astonished the art world with his wonderful "Shepherd Boy." 
Muther states : "Up to this time no one had seen in German art such an exem- 
plification of Nature painted with such unqualified veracity. The tanned shepherd 
lad with his bare, sunburnt feet covered by a dark crust of mire from the damp 
earth, seems to be lying there in the flesh, plastically thrown into relief by the 
glowing mid-day sun." 

In i860 Lenbach went with Boecklin and Begas to Weimar to teach in the 
New Art School, but he remained only a year and a half. Through Count Von 
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Schack, Lenbach visited Italy and Spain to copy the paintings of Giorgione, 
Titian, Velasquez, Rembrandt, Rubens and other masters. 

"Lenbach is justly honored as the greatest German portraitist of the century. 
But posterity one day may regard it as a special favor of the gods that Lenbach 
should have been born at the right time, and that his progress to maturity fell in 
the greatest epoch of the century. His gallery of portraits has been called an 
epic in paint upon the heroes of our age. The greatest historical figures of the 
century have sat to him — the greatest conquerors and masters in the kingdom of 
science and art. Nevertheless, this gallery would be worthless to posterity if 
Lenbach had not had at his disposal one quality possessed by none of his im- 
mediate predecessors — a sacred respect for Nature. 

"Lenbach paints with, a psychological absorbtion which only. is to be found 
amongst recent contemporary artists, perhaps, in Watts. In a head by Lenbach, 
there glows a pair of eyes which burn themselves into you. The countenance 
which is the first zone around them, is more or less — generally less — amplified; 
the second zone, the dress and hands, is either still less amplified, or is scarcely 
amplified at all. The portrait then is harmonized in a neutral tone which renders 
the lack of finish less obvious. In this sketchy treatment and in his striking sub- 
jectivity, Lenbach is the very opposite of the old masters. Holbein and even 
Rubens — who otherwise sets upon everything the stamp of his own personality — 
characterized their figures by a reverent imitation of every trait given in nature. 
They produced, as it were real documents, and left it to the spectator to interpret 
them in his own way. 

"Lenbach less objective, and surrendering himself less absolutely to his sub- 
ject, emphasizes one' point, disregards another, and in this way conjures up the 
spirit by his faces, just as he sees and feels- it. It may be open to dispute which 
kind of portraiture is the most desirable, hut Lenbach, at any rate, has now forced 
the world to behold its great men through his eyes. He has given them the form 
in which they will survive. No one has had the same secret of seizing a fleeting 
moment ; no one has turned more decisively away from every attempt at idealizing 
glorification, or at watering down an individual to a type. * * * 

"Works like the portraits of King Ludwig I, Gladstone, Von Moltke, Min- 
ghetti, Bishop Strossmayr, Prince Lichtenstein, Richard Wagner, Franz Liszt, 
Pari Heysl, Wilhelm Busch, Schwind, Semper, Liphart, Morelli and many others 
have nothing like them as analyses of the character of complex personalities. 
Some of his Bismarck portraits, as well as his last pictures of the old Emperor 
William, always will stand among the greatest achievements of the century in 
portraiture. 

"In the one portrait is indestructible power, as it were the shrine built for 
itself by the mightiest spirit of the century; in the other the majesty of the old 
man, already half alienated from the earth, and glorified by a trace of still melan- 
choly, as by the last radiance of the evening sun." (Muther.) 

Max Liebermann was born in 1849 at Berlin. His career began with paint- 
ing guns, sabres and uniforms under Stefifeck, but his ambitious nature caused 
him to enter the art school in Weimar, where he worked three years. Still unsat- 
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isfied he went to Barbizon in 1873 and under Millet's influence — he never met 
him — he produced "The Laborers in the Turnip Field" his first masterpiece. To 
Holland his restless spirit carried him not to the museums for study of the old 
masters, but to the living men in the fishing villages, to the sunlight and nature 
herself. Finally he found his metier in "The Children's Nursery," and in 1881 
"An Asylum for Old Men." He has written : "I do not seek for what is called 
the pictorial, but I would grasp nature in her simplicity and grandeur — the sim- 
plest thing and the hardest." 

Among others whose art portrays the simple life is Fritz Von Uhde born 
1848. His first ventures were Knights and gorgeous trappings, but his spirit un- 
derment a change until now this artist who is one of the foremost of German 
painters is more generally known by his representation of Biblical subjects in which 
he has achieved distinct success. Garbed in modern dress, these types are more 
real and more human, more in touch with the spirit of the hour, but they aroused 
the opposition of other artists who failed to read the lesson taught by Von Uhde. 
His thought was to impress the idea that Christ is with us to-day and the truths 
of Christianity are ever present. 

Later artists who have been influential in shaping the destiny of German art 
art Franz Von Stuck, Max Klinger, Hans Thoma. Stuck is one who delights in 
primitive subjects. He loves to depict the weird, the uncanny, the legendary in 
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remarkable coloring and vivid effects. His handling of light is peculiarly mag- 
netic in the gruesome scenes which compel the spectator to study the painting. 
Like Boecklin, he is poetic, classic, fantastic and spirited. Decorative effects are 
noted in profusion, but beneath- the coloring the excellent draughtsmanship, the 
spirit of the composition leaps toward one grasping and holding as in a vise 
until analysis of the subtle thought is complete. As an individual Stuck is re- 
markable for his forceful nature and the rare capacity for hard work. His villa 
at Munich is a revelation of the genius of the man whose delight in designing 
every motif from floor to ceiling, doors, windows, walls, locks and knobs has re- 
sulted in it proving one of the show places in Munich. 

During the recent exhibition in America of the collection "Contemporary 
German Art," Franz Stuck was represented by "Salome", purchased by Dr. Von 
Frantzius (Chicago), "An Egyptian", "Bahy", and a "Study Head" here pre- 
sented. Herr Von Stuck is also a sculptor and "some of the small bronzes are 
superb in proportion and modeling, true to nature and expression of vitality." 

Max Klinger (1856) and Hans Thoma add their measure of successful attain- 
ment to the development of art of the century through splendid compositions 
which touch the beholder. "In Klinger, the thinker and poet are combined. All 
that limitless range extending from what is lovely to what is terrible, and from 
the realistic element to the imaginative, is spanned by Klinger's art as it was by 
that of the old German masters. * * ■ * Like the visionary Blake, he finds his 
inspiration everywhere; forms take shape before him in everything in the smoke 
of a taper, in the waves of the sea, in the scudding fleeces of the clouds ; beautiful 
women and deformed dwarfs ; winged figures wailing as they float towards heaven, 
and gnomes with long beards smiling as they move in mystic dances." 

Hans Thoma's landscapes attract attention for their sunny and green slopes 
and valleys, happy children and peasants dancing, others ploughing, others with 
their goats browsing on the hills where little paths and little brooks are observable. 
Fresh, ingenuous and sparkling in character, these landscapes suggest the tran- 
quillity of nature, the care-free life of humble humanity. Hans Thoma, (1839) 
largely self-taught, is a member of the Secession (Munich) and an honorary mem- 
ber of the Secession of Berlin. He was represented by "Black Forest Landscape," 
an excellent example from his brush. 

Heinrich Zugel is perhaps the strongest living painter of cattle, being to Ger- 
many what Troyan was to France and Mauve to Holland. His five canvasses 
in the exhibition reflect his methods most advantageously as he attracted unusual 
attention by the mass of paint and color, "Wallowing Hogs," which would -have 
shown to better advantage when in Chicago, if hung differently. But the subject 
was not a poetic one, hence the artist was more appreciated through his four- 
other pictures which appealed more strongly to the public. 

This important collection comprised the most representative artists with 
their best works. At Buffalo eleven were purchased. Zugel's "On the Highway," 
Max Clarenbach's "Winter on the Erft," Kiistner's "The Poplars" grace the walls 
of the Albright Art Gallery and pictures by Von Bartels, Bracht, Geffckin, Hum- 
mell, Putz, Zumbusch (2) and Zugel were bought by enthusiastic private collec- 
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tors. "The -Poplars" by Carl Kiistner is most impressive, as is "Hoar Frost" by 
Walter Leistikow. 

"Winter, on the Erft" by Max Clarenbach (1880) is most beautiful and "The 
Pardon" by Hans Von Bartels (1856) is a charming water color. George Von 
Bochmann (1850) self-taught and progressive, is a distinguished member of many 
academies, as well as represented most conspicuously. His "The Strand at Kat- 
wyk, Holland," is a fine example of his method. Adolph Hofer sent a "Study of 
the Nude," and Ludwig Von Hofman "Nymphs Bathing." Max Von Koner 
(deceased) was represented by a portrait of His Majesty Emperor William II 
of Germany, loaned by the Royal National Gallery, Berlin. 

So many artists of worth whose paintings were vividly handled remain to be 
enumerated that the mind refuses to grasp the tremendous power exemplified in 
this important collection assembled by Dr. Kurtz. 

As a distinct revelation, the art of Germany has precipitated itself upon the 
American public. "Great nations write their autobiographies in three manuscripts, 
the book of their deeds, the book of their words and the book of their art. Not 
one of these books can be understood unless we read the two others ; but of the 
three, the only quite trustworthy one is the last. The acts of a nation may be 
triumphant by its good fortune, and its words mighty by the genius of a few of 
its children, but its art only by the general gifts and common sympathies of the 
race." (Ruskin.) 

The sincerity of purpose, the love of nature, the perfect mastery of technique 
were conspicuously demonstrated as well as the spontaneity of temperaments at- 
tuned to a love of the beautiful. 

Hans Thoma has expressed himself most lucidly upon the internationally of 
art. He looks "upon foreign influence not as a misfortune, but as a gain to na- 
tional art. He thinks that international exhibitions may be of great use as a means 
of suggestion, and that this is more important than the material losses which some 
people are inclined to fear would result from them to German artists. Foreign 
art in such exhibitions should- not be represented by a multitude of indifferent 
productions but by only a small number of carefully selected works characteristic 
alike of the individual artists' work and of the art of the countries to which they 
belong. * * * It is essential, therefore, that a keen and friendly artistic 
rivalry should be developed among the nations of central and western Europe, so 
that each may benefit by mutual suggestion and the disappearance of one-sidedness 
and narrow-mindedness which necessarily lead to impoverishment of artistic life 
and feeling." 
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